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‘SNAPSHOTS’: LOCAL CINEMA CULTURES IN
THE GREAT WAR
Leen Engelen, Leslie Midkiff DeBauche and
Michael Hammond
The Great War broke out at the moment that the film industry at all levels,
production, distribution and exhibition was becoming established. Here the attention
is on the local cinema cultures of three spaces: Louvain in Belgium, Southampton
in England, and Stevens Point, Wisconsin, in the United States. The areas share
marked differences: Louvain suffered considerably, including direct damage to its
buildings, reprisal executions of its citizens and German occupation for the four
years of the war; Southampton witnessed the parade of war through its role as the
main embarkation point for British troops, as well as suffering the loss in unprece-
dented number of casualties which the British people endured; and Stevens Point
was different again in that the war directly touched the local community, with its
considerable German and Polish immigrant population, as the politics of the nation
shifted from isolation to engagement. These were all factors in the exhibition strate-
gies of local cinema exhibitors who negotiated new audiences. The article draws out
similarities and differences in these areas to argue that the war’s impact on particu-
lar local cultures was significant in the establishment of cinema’s social function
within each community.
Overview
On the eve of the Great War, the young film industry was international. Its indus-
trial mode of film production in Europe and the United States enabled the efficient
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and economical creation and marketing of movies to meet an ever-increasing
demand for product by exhibitors on both sides of the Atlantic. Distribution net-
works had been built, using existing business models to transport films nationally
and overseas. Europe already considered the United States a ‘closed market’
because of its use of exclusive contracts and standing orders.1 Within Europe, dis-
tribution practices varied. France and Italy had robust film industries distributing
movies within their own countries and exporting to their continental neighbours,
including Belgium and Holland. Still, from a base in London, American made films
successfully competed with European product on its home turf, and they filled
pre-war screens in Britain and Germany.2
The events of August 1914 fundamentally changed the complexion of transna-
tional film distribution and helped to consolidate the dominance of American film
companies in British and European markets for the rest of the twentieth century.
The purpose of this comparative study is to point to some of the similarities and
the differences in how local exhibitors adapted their young businesses to the vag-
aries and disruptions of a world war. Thus, three ‘snapshots’ are showcased: from
the university city of Louvain in Belgium, through the port town of Southampton
in England, to the small city of Stevens Point, Wisconsin, in America’s rural Mid-
west. All share commonalities, but at the same time, they also remain unique
when compared to each other, and to other towns and cities in their own coun-
tries. Louvain, located close to the capital of Brussels, suffered invasion and
destruction in August 1914 and became emblematic of the German army’s brutal-
ity in both Allied and American propaganda. Southampton was the main port of
embarkation for British troops heading to the front, while Stevens Point, with its
significant European immigrant community that included many first- or second-gen-
eration Germans and Poles, negotiated an uneasy neutrality as the United States
edged closer to joining the Allies in April 1917.
Firstly, Louvain, which suffered the trauma of war first-hand throughout
1914–1918. It endured the destruction of its fifteenth-century university, the exe-
cution of several its citizens, and the deportation of many others, courtesy of the
occupying German forces. The occupation profoundly affected cinema culture in
Louvain. It exerted an impact on the number of cinemas opening and closing and
generated embargoes and directives, all of which influenced exhibitors’ program-
ming and the ways they ran their businesses. As the second showcase, Southampton
offers a representative example of the role that movies played in medium-sized Bri-
tish towns during the war. Here, the entertainment culture became an important
element in the war effort, by raising morale and providing information on the
war’s progress. At the same time, Southampton was unique because, by serving as
the principal embarkation and disembarkation point for the military, it bore wit-
ness to the massive British war effort. Finally, there is Stevens Point, a small city
in central Wisconsin. Here can be seen Middle America’s experience during the
two years when war raged on the far side of the Atlantic, and then, the eighteen
months when the United States was engaged in fighting. Here insight is gained into
the continuing development of a film industry protected from war, and the ways
that national production and distribution strategies affected local movie-goers’
choices. Juxtaposing these three disparate locales can highlight the effects of the
First World War on local film exhibition. In some cases, this reveals a continuity
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of business practices before and during the war, whether within cities, whole
countries or even across borders. However, what also emerges are the unique ways
in which exhibitors engaged with their audiences, as well as the entities which reg-
ulated them.
Occupied city, occupied theatres: Louvain, Belgium
In the 1910s, Louvain (Leuven/Louvain, Belgium) was a Catholic university town
with a lively intellectual, cultural and student life. Located in Flanders (the north-
ern part of Belgium), Louvain is, and was, like all Flemish cities at the time,
inhabited by a predominantly Dutch speaking working class, and a francophone
bourgeoisie and elite. In the years leading up to the First World War, the city
prospered economically. The nineteenth-century industrial revolution – with beer
breweries, textile and metal industries as local strongholds – had led to an impres-
sive growth of the population, from 18,000 in the early 1800s to 42,500 in 1914.
On 2 August 1914, Germany issued an ultimatum to the Belgian Government
requiring passage for its army in order to bypass French border fortifications. Two
days later, after the Belgian Government denied the request as a violation of the
country’s neutrality, German troops invaded and consequently occupied the coun-
try. Situated between Liège and Brussels (on the route from Berlin to Paris), Lou-
vain fell to the German First Army on the 19 August. Between 25 and 28 August,
German soldiers retaliated for supposed civilian attacks against the German Army
with a campaign of rampage and looting in Louvain. As a result, thousands fled the
city, over 200 persons were killed – most of them by shooting, and more than
2000 buildings were reduced to ashes. Through international propaganda, these
events became known worldwide as the ‘sack of Louvain’.3 Like most of Belgium,
the city remained under German control for the duration of the war.
Among the buildings burned down in August 1914 were four movie theatres:
the Casino and the Patria (both 200 seats), the Cinema Royal (230 seats) and the
Théâtre du Nord, the local Pathé theatre, seating 600.4 Although the destruction
of movie theatres did not cause outrage similar to the destruction of ‘high culture’
venues like the centuries-old university library and the municipal theatre, it did
create a gap in the cultural life of the average townsman and woman. Before the
war, Louvain, with its nine movie theatres, had been well equipped compared to
most Belgian towns and cities.5 Now, although four had been destroyed, there
were still five theatres left in the city centre. Four of these were smaller theatres
with estaminets, seating 200–400 (Casino d’Allemagne, Bergère, Moderne and
Palace) and one, the Alhambra, a former music hall was the oldest (dating from
1909), the largest (seating 2500) and most luxurious theatre in town. The con-
struction of the 850 seat Louvain Palace, a second deluxe venue, was nearing its
completion in August 1914, but its opening was delayed because of the war. While
some theatres were owned by breweries (Cinema Moderne), religious congrega-
tions (Patria) or financial investors (Louvain Palace), there were at this point, no
real theatre chains profiting from significant scale advantages.6
The warm summer months were slow for cinema exhibitors, who competed
for potential audiences with outdoor amusements and pastimes. The management
Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television 633
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of the Alhambra took advantage of this to redecorate, while the small Catholic-
owned Patria – which would not survive the German advance – had taken a sum-
mer break because of the heat and a badly functioning (though brand new) ventila-
tion system.7 The chaos caused by the mobilisation, the invasion and the
subsequent occupation caused the five surviving cinemas to close. After the 6
August, no theatres advertised their programmes in the local press. While the city
was recovering from the events of August, an occupational administration was put
into place. Licences to reopen theatres still fell under the jurisdiction of the local
authorities, whose attempts to prevent reopening were overruled by the occupying
regime.8 It was only in the spring of 1915, after an extensive correspondence with
the civic as well as the occupying authorities, that the owner of the Alhambra
obtained permission to reopen.9 In the first few months, the venue hosted mainly
classical music concerts, to raise money for the city’s civilian victims of the war.
With over 200 killed and over 600 deported from Louvain in the summer of 1914
alone, this cause was heartily supported by the inhabitants.10 After the Alhambra
restarted its film and variety programmes in mid-1915, the owners of the other
four cinemas filed requests to reopen as well.11 City authorities tried hard to pre-
vent this, arguing that one theatre (seating 2500) sufficed. They expressed several
concerns, ranging from anticipating the disturbance of public order to objecting to
the frivolous nature of this sort of entertainment during a time of occupation. The
most recurrent complaint, however, was that ordinary folk who were living off
welfare would be spending their money in movie theatres.12 On the other hand,
the occupying regime urged theatres to reopen. It was in their interest that the
occupied city look as normal as possible and that the distress of the population be
alleviated by a reasonable range of entertainment possibilities.13 The city authorities
were finally overruled by the German administration, and in the spring of 1916,
both the Casino d’Allemagne (now for obvious reasons using Casino as its name)
and the Palace were back in business, and the brand new Louvain Palace opened
its doors.14
Cinema-going quickly became one of the most popular forms of wartime
entertainment. It also provided revenue for the German as well as the communal
and provincial treasuries. Throughout occupied Belgium, the cinema and entertain-
ment sector thrived during the war. By December 1917, there was an estimated
1500 movie theatres, doubling the pre-war number.15 These included cinemas run
by the military at the front, as well as those in working class districts and also up-
scale movie palaces. As elsewhere, these opportunities also gave rise to the emer-
gence of a new group of war profiteers, attracted by the popularity of movie-going
and its lucrative possibilities.16 April 1916 saw the opening of a luxurious movie
theatre, the Louvain Palace. Construction work had begun in 1912, and official
permits for operating a cinema had also been obtained, but the war had caused
delay. Finally, it was inaugurated on 30 April 1916, and this proved an important
social event, with patriotic undertones. Press coverage praised the programme,
which consisted of classical song music, primarily by Belgian composers. Special
mention was made of the interior decoration: ‘… the principal motif is the rose,
the favourite flower of our beloved queen Elisabeth and the moulding alongside
the ceiling is made of the monograms of Albert’. The evening was considered ‘a
grand manifestation … of beauty’, which made the audience forget for a few
634 L. Engelen et al.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [K
U 
Le
uv
en
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 0
6:5
3 1
9 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
5 
hours, ‘the melancholy of the ruins of its devastated city’.17 The evening’s revenue
of 751 francs was donated to Le Secours Discret, a local charity providing material
support for destitute bourgeois families.18
Of the four movie theatres operating after cinemas reopened only the two big-
gest, Alhambra and Louvain Palace, regularly published their programmes in the
local press.19 Both theatres offered matinee and evening movie programmes on
Sunday, Monday and Thursday. Programmes typically changed on Sunday and
Thursday. On the other days, the theatres occasionally scheduled popular plays or
operettas. Both Louvain Palace and Alhambra had their own orchestras. In the
years preceding the war, all movie theatres in Louvain presented film-only pro-
grammes on specific nights. During the war, however, they mainly offered variety
programmes combining medium-length and short films with live music, dance,
acrobat and vaudeville acts. Although the number of films in the programme grad-
ually increased, the variety acts never completely disappeared. Throughout 1916
and 1917, older French and Italian film serials and comedies (e.g. Fantômas, Poly-
carpe, KriKri) constituted the core of the variety programme at both Alhambra and
Louvain Palace. Both theatres occasionally screened pre-war American shorts (e.g.
a rare Keystone Chaplin or Essanay Broncho-Billy), but British films did not appear
at either theatre.20
It was especially difficult for exhibitors in Louvain to receive films to show
their audiences. Theatre managers in this city were more adversely affected than
colleagues in Brussels, the traditional hub of film distribution in Belgium. Ulti-
mately, transportation issues, serious supply problems, and outright scarcity
became a reality for the entire country. German officials put a considerable num-
ber of regulations in place. In October 1914, the occupational regime established
censorship for all media printed and distributed in Belgium. In November 1914,
another decree banned any communication or work of art which had not been
explicitly authorised.21 Consequently, before appearing on screen every film had to
be approved by the Kommandantur.22 This censorship seems to have been strictly
political; moral issues were not taken into consideration.23 After May 1915, new
films from the Allied nations (now including Italy) were no longer accepted by the
censor for fear of their propaganda potential.24 Combined with a substantial
decline in French film production in the first months of the war, this led to a fur-
ther decrease in the availability of fresh films for the Belgian market.25 At the same
time, importing films from neutral countries presented its own problems. Importa-
tion from the United States, now a major film-exporting country, was not very
well established in 1914 and wartime conditions had not encouraged the creation
of new distribution channels. Consequently, exhibitors had few choices other than
to rehash pre-war films into new programmes over and over again. These condi-
tions affected the transition to feature-length film programming which was becom-
ing the norm in other countries such as Britain and the United States. Although in
the months preceding the war, several medium-length and feature films were
shown in both theatres (e.g. Pathé’s 1914 Le chevalier de Maison-Rouge by Albert
Capellani, or Louis Feuillade’s Fantômas 1913 drama Le mort qui tue, 1913), this
trend was put on hold until at least mid-1918.26 Major American features like
D.W. Griffith’s 1915 The Birth of a Nation and 1916 Intolerance did not make it to
Louvain until after the war.
Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television 635
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When possible, the Louvain Palace did try to beat its competition with re-re-
leases of prestigious Italian or French features, such as Gli Ultimi Giorni di Pompeii
and Quo Vadis, both from 1913, or the following year’s Les enfants du capitaine
Grant; as pre-war films, these had already been approved by the censor.27 Most
prestigious were German or Danish (Nordisk) films that gradually came to domi-
nate screens in Louvain. In the course of 1917, German authorities established a
firm hold on the local market by pushing commercial German distributors to
export their films to Belgium. While outright German propaganda films were rare,
in November and December 1917, Louvain Palace accommodated a series of ‘war
film evenings’ organised by the Brussels theatre Panthéon. Among the films
screened on these occasions were Richard Oswald’s 1917 Seeschlacht and Bei unseren
Helden an der Somme.
Most German films shown in Louvain did not have war-related content. In
February 1918, Louvain Palace programmed Lubitsch’s 1917 Schuhpalast Pinkus;
and from May till July, the Homunculus series (1916–1917, Otto Rippert) was
screened in fortnightly instalments. Richard Oswald’s 1917 Fiat Lux. Es Werde Licht
was the biggest success that winter. The first part of this educational film on vene-
real diseases was screened in Louvain Palace on Silvester night (31 December)
1917 and 1 January 1918. The press paid considerable attention to the film, and
when its sequels were screened in the spring of 1918, they met with considerable
success.28
The ban on Allied films obviously gave an advantage to the German film indus-
try. Although, at first sight, this seems a reasonable practice in wartime, it is
somewhat surprising to what extent this was actually a deliberate policy of the
occupying regime; and how far the regime stretched to reach its objectives. The
goal of this policy was twofold: firstly, it envisioned an economic advantage for
the German film industry over its competitors; and secondly, the acceptance of
German films was meant to secure the occupiers’ cultural hegemony, and to func-
tion as a counterweight to French films serving French political propaganda aims.29
This policy was in tune with the general cultural politics of the German occupier
in Belgium.30 To reach these goals, shady techniques were employed at times.
When writing about importing German films, Oscar Von der Lancken, supervisor
of the Politische Abteilung, stated that – if necessary – strong censorship regarding
non-German productions could be used to facilitate the acceptance of German
films.31 The audiences were indeed reluctant to watch the enemy’s films. Several
contemporary accounts accused German distributors of obscuring the true origin of
their films to prevent losing Belgian exhibitors as their clients.32 German sources,
on the other hand, claimed that, at least at the beginning of the war, Belgian exhi-
bitors were the ones blanking out references to German production companies on
their films and the adjoining promotional material, not to scare away their
clientele.33
Neutral Denmark also re-established its place in the Belgian market during
1917. The Danes had been prominent distributors in the Belgian market before the
war, and several older Danish films continued to circulate in 1915 and 1916. Ole
Olsen, founder and general manager of Nordisk, Denmark’s biggest film produc-
tion and distribution company, adopted a strategy of expansion as early as the end
of August 1914. Profiting from the country’s neutrality and the precarious situation
636 L. Engelen et al.
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of many of its pre-war competitors, the company not only pushed its film
production but also its distribution in belligerent countries on both sides of the
conflict. In the course of 1917, Nordisk strengthened its ties with the German film
industry, which lead to a forced buyout of its German assets by UFA in January
1918.34 This close relationship with Germany explains why Nordisk continued to
have access to the Belgian market in 1917–1918. As of the spring of 1917, several
prestigious theatres in Belgium announced new films from Nordisk. After being
screened in the larger cities of Antwerp and Brussels and others, these films also
reached Louvain. In the printed film programme, the appearance of German and
Scandinavian stars such as Rosa Porten, matinee idol Olaf Fönss, Ada Van Ehlers
and Alwin (Alvin) Neuss was emphasised even though movie stars were not a par-
ticularly important selling point for theatres in occupied Louvain. Anyway, these
stars were not widely known. Prior to the war, majors stars like the French actor
Charles Prince (aka Rigadin) and Danish born Asta Nielsen, were regularly used to
promote films. This phenomenon seems to have depended on information provided
by distributors, which was lacking during the war years.35 Exceptions to this gen-
eral rule were the new releases like the Homunculus series with Olaf Fönss, which
trickled in during the last year of the war. Since managers had rarely been able to
acquire recent and attractive features for almost three years, they promoted these
films heavily. Stars were an additional attraction but in general character names
such as Nick Carter, Robinet or Fantômas were more quickly recognised and more
effective selling points than the names of the actors themselves.
Besides narrative films, a regular film programme also included a short docu-
mentary (often a travelogue in colour) and a newsreel. Before the war, theatre
owners could opt for French (Pathé, Gaumont, Éclair and Éclipse), German
(Express-Woche) or occasionally Belgian (La semaine animée) newsreels. When the
German occupier banned Allied newsreels, theatre owners chose from the German
Eiko or Messter Wochenschau, but they were only programmed in theatres where
the audiences were unlikely to protest.36 As they were not advertised in the local
press’s cinema programmes, it is uncertain whether and where these newsreels
were shown. In Louvain, probably only Louvain Palace qualified, as in 1917, it
was deemed suitable to screen German propaganda films.
Neither cold-hearted, nor insensitive to moral pressure, all exhibitors regularly
organised charity events in their venues. Most of the time these were high-brow con-
certs of classical orchestra music (sometimes of Belgian composers), opera and oper-
etta. These events were well advertised and clearly endorsed by the local newspaper.
Compared to normal movie and variety nights, ticket prices for these events were
slightly higher. This may indicate the events were targeted to a cultural and financial
elite. In some cases, such as the previously mentioned Secours Discret, this is implied
in the choice of charity as well. Popular charities for these events were the war-dis-
abled, and families in financial need because the breadwinner had been executed or
killed-in-action. The returns were also advertised in the press. In all movie theatres,
money was collected for charities such as l’Oeuvre du secours au prisonniers de guerre
(Relief Fund for POWs). The collections were also referred to in the press.
Cinema owners were not insensitive to the need for entertainment for the
poor nor to the worries of the city council regarding welfare money being spent
in movie theatres. They regularly organised free matinees for school children,
Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television 637
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orphans and the elderly. These initiatives probably qualify better as form of ‘practi-
cal patriotism’ than of commercial showmanship.37 Weary of the tensions and
harshness of daily life under the occupation, all social classes flocked to the local
theatres. Simultaneously, the cinemas became an arena where pre-war worries
(such as the suitability of film as wholesome family entertainment) and wartime
concerns (such as how to combine entertainment, commerce and patriotism) were
being played out. As a consequence, cinema was not only a much debated topic in
the local press, but it soon became a battleground for local and German authorities
trying to control the sector, through its finances and its audiences. On balance,
despite local opposition, the occupier prevailed. While serving Germany’s political
and commercial interests, the occupiers’ cultural policy had a dramatic impact
upon the movie-going experience of well over 6000,000 Belgians. Not only was
the rise of the feature film delayed in Belgian theatres, so was popularity of film
stars such as Charles Chaplin, whose fame sky-rocketed in 1915–1916 outside of
the Central Powers and the occupied territories. The combination of political cen-
sorship, import blockades and difficulties with international transportation killed off
the supply of French, Italian, British and American films, and thus disrupted exist-
ing business relations with foreign distributors. The gap in the market was filled by
German and Danish firms, encouraged to do so by the German authorities.
Germany tested the water and pushed outright propaganda films and German
newsreels on the Belgian market, and thus paved the way for its post-war political
and commercial interests.
The parade of war: Southampton, England
Any resident of Southampton, in central southern England, from 1914 to 1918
would have witnessed the war and its effects in a more direct way than most Bri-
tish civilians. Almost the entire British Army which participated in the European
theatre embarked from the Southampton docks. Over seven million officers and
enlisted men passed through the city on their way to the Western Front. Up to 30
ships left the dock each night and the monetary value of the daily shipments of
ammunition and materiel to supply the British Expeditionary Force was £1000,000
per day. Added to this was the influx of Belgian refugees who passed through
Southampton after fleeing the German invasion in the first year of the war. Also,
in the last 18 months of the war, United States troops were billeted on the large
park just to the north of the town centre known as The Common, while they
waited to be shipped to the front. Southampton would later become known as the
‘Gateway to the British Empire’ because of its status as a shipping and liner port,
but in these years, it would have been accurate to call it the ‘Gateway to the
War’.38 More sobering, Southampton acted as a primary clearing station for the
wounded from the Western Front as they were brought back to England. Reports
of hospital trains being loaded up from hospital ships were prevalent in the local
press throughout the war, with stirring stories of cheerful returning Tommies
which belied the real situation: the serious cases were moved down covered gang-
planks onto ambulance trains. One of the main hospitals for receiving the seriously
wounded and the shell-shocked was Netley hospital, a few miles to the east of the
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city centre. It was here where Wilfred Owen was initially taken on 16 June 1917.
And it was also here in the same year that Doctors Arthur Hurst and J Simms
made a ‘kinematograph record’ of their treatment of shell-shocked soldiers, filmed
by Pathé cameramen.39 The war for Southampton residents was literally on their
doorstep, and it effects a persistent feature of everyday life throughout the war
and after.
For Southampton cinema-goers, this parade of war through the city was a
backdrop to the procession of images of that conflict which were projected on to
British screens in the war’s various actual and fictional forms. There were fourteen
cinema’s licenses held at the time of the outbreak of hostilities in August 1914,
and by the end of the war, there were sixteen. Throughout the war, licences were
awarded to purpose-built cinemas and to two music halls, The Hippodrome and
The Palace; as well as special licences awarded to the large live theatre venue, The
Grand, for road show pictures, or ‘super films’ as they were called in the trade at
the time, notably D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance. These
venues competed for audiences among the 120,000 residents and, while there was
considerable competition, the overall impact of the war on cinema attendance was
positive. As indeed, it was throughout all of the larger and medium-sized cities in
Britain. However, Southampton cinema proprietors and owners were unique in
that the ranks of cinema-goers they could draw on were increased by soldiers pass-
ing through. A further influx was the women who arrived to work at the ammuni-
tions factories and rolling mills located in nearby Woolston and Redbridge; as well
as those who replaced the male clerks who had joined up.
In August 1914, however, the success of the new film industry was not at all
an assured state of affairs. In fact, in the first two weeks of the war, the entire film
industry, from producers and distributors to film exchanges and exhibitors, was
characterised by an uncertainty. It was not clear how the Government would react,
the effect of blockades on supplies from countries embroiled directly in the hostili-
ties was uncertain, and the rush to enlist might deplete the entire cinema industry,
including exhibition, of skilled employees. There was a real fear that the whole
cinema industry would be shut down for the duration of the war.40 As it turned
out, these fears dissipated within the first six weeks, and all sectors of the industry
began to highlight their contributions to the war effort. The various exhibitors’
associations were quick to see the opportunity this provided for inculcating their
business within the patriotic tenor of the times. Kinematograph Year Book, in recap-
ping the year, wrote that ‘Perhaps no industry has done so much in times of
necessity and calamity as the motion picture business, and very gratifying is it to
look back and see the generous response to the appeals directly the war was
declared’.41 For exhibitors, the war provided the chance to affirm the social
respectability and function of their cinemas in ways that previously had not been
possible.
In Southampton, this ‘practical patriotism’ took varied forms. Messrs Hood
and Bacon, proprietors of the Palladium, located in the well-to-do middle-class
area of Portswood, erected a temporary cinema shooting gallery complete with
metal screen on the Common and invited patrons to take shots at projected images
of attacking German soldiers.42 At the Northam Picturedrome, a working class cin-
ema located near the docks, manager George Elliott put on special programmes
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for Belgian refugees and held recruitment events. The consortium of owners of the
brand new and elaborate cinema in the High Street, The Gaiety, had timed its
opening for the first week of August 1914. The outbreak of the war shaped the
way they introduced their new ‘oriental’ themed 600-seat picture house. Inviting
the Sheriff of Southampton to its grand opening, they highlighted the cinema’s
minaret structure and ornate furnishings as ‘educational and instructive’; and from
the outset made the latest war films from Pathé, and later its Topical Budget a
permanent feature of their programme, which lasted throughout the war. Other
cinemas opened up their tea rooms for soldiers and officers to write letters home.
Such activities had the effect of cementing a positive social role for cinema in the
community.
The Gaiety’s strategy of incorporating war films was in line with what became
a constant feature in cinema’s drive to distinguish itself from the other media
forms, both locally and nationally. National newspapers such as the Daily Express,
Daily Mirror and News of the World featured photographs of the war, as did the
Southampton District and Pictorial. The cinema, however, offered moving pictures of
battlefield scenes. The Gaiety was capitalising on the audience demand for war
information, which increased considerably in the first two years of the war. Mid-
dle-class audience attendance at movies began to increase, and by 1916, with the
screening of official war films such as The Battle of the Somme, the goal of attracting
this audience, and therefore establishing respectability, had been largely achieved.
However, not all cinemas were able to take advantage of this, and Southampton’s
local cinema culture demonstrates the way this often played out.
The outbreak of war in 1914 put an abrupt halt to a boom in the construction
of purpose-built cinemas throughout Britain. Much of this building by local mid-
dle-class businessmen was fuelled by their desire to capitalise on the increasingly
lucrative and established film business. In Southampton Percy Vincent Bowyer,
brother of local councillor Henry Bowyer, had invested in four cinemas, develop-
ing his own local circuit. These were the 1500-seat Shirley Electric; the Carlton
on London Road, with 400 seats; The Scala, a 500-seat cinema located in Ports-
wood; and the Northam Picturedrome, which was a 500 seater. Bowyer’s cinemas
were spread out so that there was little overlap for potential audiences. The Shir-
ley Electric was in the suburb of Shirley, which was mainly inhabited by clerks and
stewards associated with the ocean liner trade. The Carlton was in Carlton Cres-
cent, located at the top of the High Street and consisting of doctors’ surgeries and
solicitors’ offices, but which was also a more upmarket shopping area. The Scala
skirted the middle-class Portswood area, while the Picturedrome served the work-
ing class neighbourhood of Northam. Bowyer had acquired these properties prior
to the war and his ownership was more or less protected by the value of the build-
ing and the land. His method was to bring in managers from the broader entertain-
ment culture that existed throughout Britain at the time. For example, his choice
of manager for the Picturedrome was George Elliott, who had managed the Lon-
don Lyceum and Aldwych theatres and had also been a promoter with John San-
ger’s Circus. Elliott brought his considerable skills to the Picturedrome in 1914–
1915 and then in November 1915 moved to The Carlton. In each case, he worked
to secure already popular films and built his audience base with these. In the case
of the Picturedrome, he had noted that Selig’s 1914 serial The Adventures of Kathlyn
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had been successful in its appearance at The Palace music hall off the High Street.
The Palace had been showing films on Sunday only and advertising them as ‘first
time screened’. He had the advantage of a week-long programme and could take
advantage of the serial format more effectively. Soon The Palace dropped Kathlyn
without finishing the serial’s run. When he moved to the Carlton in 1915, he posi-
tioned his cinema as showing, exclusively, the latest Chaplin films, which by that
time were in considerable demand.
Bowyer’s cinemas were primarily located off the High Street, with only the
Shirley Electric and the Carlton really catering to what was known as ‘passing
trade’ on or near shopping areas. At the outset, Elliot sought to widen the appeal
of his Northam Picturedrome by running ads in the local Southampton paper, the
Daily Echo and the entertainment weekly What’s On in Southampton. However, by
the beginning of 1915, he had directed his advertising more fully towards the
Northam neighbourhood, primarily through an emphasis on front-of-house advertis-
ing and flyers on public transport. When he did move to the Carlton, he relied on
a regular print block of the front of his cinema, which featured Chaplin cut-outs.
Another local entrepreneur, Arthur Schonburg, had a circuit of cinemas that
included the large town centre cinema The Alexandra, as well as the neighbouring
700-seat Southampton Picture Palace. The 1100-seat Alexandra featured on the
front page of What’s On in Southampton throughout most of the war. The reach of
Schonburg extended to nearby Winchester where his manager, a Captain Fletcher,
provided his tea rooms for officers to write letters home. Schonburg’s circuit,
while smaller than Bowyer’s in number, was concentrated in positions that were
well suited to the changes that the influx of soldiers and the entrance of women
into the workplace were bringing about. For example, his smaller cinema, the
Woolston Picture Palace, was located near the Government Rolling Mill, at Wes-
ton Grove on the opposite bank of the River Itchen. The placement of his cinema
was convenient for the women workers at the plant, which opened in 1916. While
it is possible to read into the screening programme of the Woolston a particular
emphasis on attracting women audiences, a broader look at Schonburg’s other cine-
mas demonstrates that he had booked films for his complete circuit of cinemas,
not all of which were located near the munitions factories and related war indus-
tries. Two factors can be gleaned from this. The first is that much of the product
produced by the American film industry, which by 1915 dominated programmes,
as well as that of British film-makers, was based on the melodramatic tradition of
action and sensation. Ben Singer has argued that while these forms were not gen-
der exclusive, there is an abundance of evidence that the industry produced fictions
which sought to tap into the concerns of women audiences. The narratives of the
serials were often fantastic depictions of women heroically engaging with villains
and modern technologies such as telegraphs, automobiles and trains. The industry’s
emphasis on tie-ins was connected with women’s magazines, while in the United
States, the stories ran in newpapers. This marketing strategy was duplicated in Bri-
tain, where the serials also ran in the local press.43 Secondly, the influx of women
into the workplace meant they had more disposable income. With the number of
cinemas to choose from in or near the High Street, and most of the others easily
reachable by tram, women employees had a considerable range of choice and,
when not working, the time to travel beyond their immediate locations.
Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television 641
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [K
U 
Le
uv
en
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 0
6:5
3 1
9 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
5 
Exhibitors and circuit owners such as Bowyer and Schonburg faced additional
competition with the occasional ‘super-film’ screenings at the Grand Theatre and
the Hippodrome. The Grand Theatre booked The Birth of a Nation, complete with
40-piece orchestra, to considerable fanfare in October 1916. As in the United
States, Griffith’s film was ‘road-shown’ in theatres rather than cinemas. This inten-
sified the ‘super-film’ debate among exhibitors who felt that the ‘…colossal pro-
ductions … [deprived] the picture house proprietor of any opportunity for
participating in the profits to be derived from the showing of these masterpieces of
the screen art’.44 In Southampton, this played out in a less than dramatic fashion
in that, while big events such as the October screening of The Birth of a Nation
were well attended, the film ran again at the Alexandra in January 1917 for a full
week. Similar release patterns followed Intolerance, but, rather than seriously
threatening the exhibitors in Southampton, these super films seemed to enhance
regular cinema attendance, acting as an advertisement for the films when they
finally reached the cinemas at more affordable prices. The prices at the Grand for
Birth of a Nation were three shillings and three pence for the best circle tickets;
while at the Woolston Picture Theatre, the most expensive seats were just a third
of that price, at one shilling and two pence, while the average price there was four
pence for the whole programme of features, serials and shorts.45
If the super films had the effect of bringing middle-class audiences to films, the
Official War Pictures brought them into the cinemas. The distinction is important.
Large theatre road-show productions, through their pricing, were more or less
exclusive, with the cheapest seats matching the most expensive cinema seats.
Throughout 1914 and 1915, there had been a debate in the War Office over
where and how to exhibit Official War Pictures. It was finally decided to make
feature factual films and to screen them in the cinemas in order to reach the larger
audience. Charles Urban, who had suspended his own involvement in the private
sector of the industry to work with Wellington House, Britain’s War Propaganda
Bureau, won the argument. This debate culminated in the decision to produce The
Official War Film The Battle of the Somme, which featured actual footage of the bat-
tle that had begun on 1 July 1916. Urban’s feature was screened at The Alexandra
as well as the Palladium in Portswood in the first week of September, in line with
the large-scale release of the film throughout the country. The film played through-
out the year and into 1917 and was arguably the most popular British film of the
war.46 The fact that it played in cinemas rather than theatres was an indication that
the consistent and reliable audience for films was to be found in the cinemas rather
than the up-market theatres.
Throughout the last two years of the war, the cinemas in Southampton contin-
ued to attract audiences and to draw in troops and war workers. Chaplin films,
both reruns and the newer Mutual films, as well serials such as Pearl White’s The
Fatal Rig, ran and reran across the town’s cinemas. As the war ground on, the
Official War Films gave way to shorter war subjects, and theatres such as the Gai-
ety on the High Street continued to show these as a regular part of their pro-
gramme. However, the nature and substance of the ‘practical patriotism’
exhibitors had incorporated was now geared more towards emphasising the role of
the cinema as a place of recreation and escape from the everyday effects brought
on by the war. Chaplin’s A Dog’s Life was shown both at the Portswood Palladium
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and at the Atherley in the suburb of Shirley in the week of 13–20 July, while the
British film The Better ‘Ole, drawn from the much loved cartoons of Bruce
Bairnsfather, ran throughout the month of August at the Gaiety and the Palladium.
Chaplin’s Shoulder Arms did not reach Southampton until January 1919.
By the end of 1918, Southampton was witness to the extremes of the war’s
impact. The economy of the city had benefitted from its position as the staging
point of the war. The reenergising properties of the cinema not only applied to
the immediate audience, as exhibitors continued their outreach into the larger
community. They held special screenings for wounded soldiers from nearby Netley
Hospital, and screened Official War Films that addressed the issue of reintegration
of soldiers after the war. In the week of 12 January 1918, the Palladium ran an
Official War Office short entitled Repairing War’s Ravages. The Southampton District
and Pictorial ran a short item noting that the film gave ‘a good idea of how our dis-
abled soldiers are being given tuition for another start in life’, with an endorse-
ment from the reverend Canon Lovett, chairman of the local War Pensions
Committee.
For Southampton, the dominance of American culture on screens was accom-
panied from late 1917 by its arrival in the form of the US military. The Common
was now filled with American soldiers, the newspapers running stories of them
playing baseball games, and the cinemas ran special programmes for the Yanks. On
12 November 1918, Southampton Town Council received a letter from the Social
Secretary of the American Young Men’s Christian Association stating that the man-
ager of the Carlton Picture Theatre ‘had offered his premises for Sunday evenings
at 6 p.m’. This was earlier than was allowed for Sunday screenings but the council
agreed that the American soldiers could hear concerts at 6 p.m, but with no
screenings until 8 p.m. The granting of the licence for these concerts was renewed
in January 1919.47
By the end of the war, Southampton’s cinema culture had become a well-
established part of the town’s social fabric. The port’s position as the gateway to
the war had been transformed into the gateway to the modern world. The luxury
liners replaced the transport vessels and warships, and within six months, in June
1920, Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks arrived from New York on their
honeymoon. The town centre plans for The Picture House, which had been
shelved at the onset of war, were resubmitted, and building work began in the
summer of 1919. Designed by celebrated theatre architect Frank Matcham, the
plans incorporated 1200 seats on the ground floor and 400 in the balcony. The
Picture House lasted until the Second World War, when it was destroyed in the
blitz on 23 November 1940. The parade had returned.
Moving Pictures boost the City and the nation: Stevens Point,
Wisconsin, USA
During the 1910s, Stevens Point, Wisconsin promoted itself as vigorous and mod-
ern, ‘a city that is not standing still, but continually advancing’.48 Using the slang
of the day, its city council urged residents to become ‘boosters’ and to support
new infrastructure, technology and businesses; including movie theatres, which
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would help the city to grow and also function to manifest its prosperity. ‘Boost
for every forward movement. Boost for every new improvement’, commanded
pamphlets the city published and distributed along the parade route during inde-
pendence celebrations on the 4th of July in 1916.49 Priding themselves as up to
date and in-the-know, Stevens Point’s 9000 plus citizens participated in the politi-
cal and cultural life of the country; they also had recent ties to Europe.
At the start of the Great War, 19 per cent of its population was foreign-born,
immigrants who had moved to the state to farm and to work for the railroad or in
the local lumber and paper industries. Area churches attested to the ethnic make-
up of the city as well as to the centrality of religion in peoples’ lives. St. Peter’s
Catholic Church celebrated mass in Polish, while St. Joseph’s catered to the city’s
German speakers; and St. Stephen’s served the Yankees – people from the north-
east who settled in the area before the Civil War. There were Episcopal, Metho-
dist, Baptist, Lutheran and Presbyterian congregations within walking distance of
downtown Stevens Point, as well as a small synagogue built in 1905 on Water
Street in the city’s Jewish neighbourhood. It served 25 families, many of whom
had arrived from Russia after 1880.
The city supported two breweries and it published four newspapers: two
Polish weeklies, Rolnik and Gwiazda Polarna, plus the Stevens Point Daily Journal
whose editorial stance favoured Republicans. The Gazette, a weekly, leaned Demo-
crat. (Newspapers from Chicago and Minneapolis were also on sale in downtown
stores.) Residents could shop on Main Street and Strongs Avenue for ready-made
clothing though there were still many dressmakers listed in the city’s directory.
Jewellery, carpets, musical instruments and bicycles, among other products, could
be purchased locally. The Carnegie-funded library dated from 1903; St. Michael’s
Hospital was established in 1910. Three banks served the community as did several
insurance companies. There were also many taverns; 40 in 1915, when the Stevens
Point Daily Journal noted that this was ‘The Lowest Number in Years’.50
During the First World War, residents of Stevens Point participated in four
years of lively competition among its film exhibitors. Although there was fluctua-
tion and ultimately a decrease by half in the number of venues showing movies
from the start of the war to its finish, still, there was a net gain of about 200 seats
in the city on Armistice Day. Two theatres emerged victorious from the commer-
cial fray: the Strand seated 500; the Lyric provided capacity for about 618. Chart-
ing film distribution and exhibition in Stevens Point between 1914 and 1918
confirm much that we know about the development of the American film industry
in the 1910s: professionalisation and both horizontal and vertical integration raised
barriers to entry for aspiring theatre owners; consumers’ expectations about what
sort of entertainment they were buying with their ten cent ticket changed dramati-
cally, and movies squeezed out vaudeville as the most popular form of affordable
and frequently attended entertainment. At the same time, focusing on movie-going
in Stevens Point also shows the realities of life in a small city where family ties
mattered.
In 1914, four theatres presented movies, in addition to other fare, in Stevens
Point: the Grand Opera House, the Ideal, the New Gem and the Della. Most
venerable was the Grand Opera House, built in late 1893 and located prominently
on Main Street, near the centre of what became known as the Opera House Block.
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It was owned by G.F. Andrae, the local businessman who had constructed it and
who leased the building to a succession of proprietors. Befitting its name, managers
at the Grand Opera House alternated travelling theatre troupes, vaudeville acts and
concerts. By August 1914, ‘licensed’ motion pictures – those produced by compa-
nies allied with Thomas Edison’s Motion Pictures Patents Company – were added
to the bill but rarely for more than two days a week. It closed in February 1915
when N.B. Hackett, who had run the theatre for two years, ‘surrendered’ his
lease, owing money to Warner’s Features ($56.38), Archie Neumann, his projec-
tionist and bill poster ($49.70), and various others.51 The Stevens Point Daily Journal
reported that Hackett’s ‘lack of financial success’ was a result of ‘unusual business
conditions in other cities’.52 Arguably, there were several problems that con-
tributed to the theatre’s closing. First was Hackett’s choice of programming, espe-
cially his reliance on live performance. Two other nearby theatres, the Ideal,
which Hackett had managed successfully from 1911 to 1913, and the New Gem,
in operation since 1912, both offered movies with occasional vaudeville; and nei-
ther suffered the same fate as the Opera House, at least not in 1915. Second, nei-
ther Andrae nor Hackett had updated the theatre’s façade or fittings recently
although their competitors had. And finally, there may have been problems with
the theatre’s infrastructure. The Stevens Point Daily Journal reported that the Opera
House heating plant was inadequate and that ‘lack of a proper stage curtain is sta-
ted to be one of the reasons why the opera house has been kept closed’.53
The Grand Opera House was ‘standing still’, not keeping up with the technol-
ogy or the fashion in entertainment. The handsome red brick structure remained
shuttered until 1920 when Russell (Rush) Gregory, the Strand’s manager, together
with his father-in-law and financial backer, leased it, conducted upwards of
$60,000 worth of renovations and re-christened it the Majestic.54 By 1920, even
its name, Grand Opera House, sounded out of date. For several decades following
Hackett’s exit, no other venue was built or converted to take the place of the
Opera House as the home, primarily, of legitimate theatre and high-class vaudeville
in Stevens Point. On the other hand, less than a year after the Grand Opera House
shut down, a new theatre, the Lyric, built mainly to present movies, was in the
planning stage. It was to be constructed by J.R. McKinlay, the manager who had
replaced Hackett at the Ideal in 1913.
Stevens Point’s ‘boosters’, including Mayor F.A. Walters, embraced the Lyric
as proof positive that the city was ‘advancing’. The theatre’s inauguration was even
scheduled to coincide with 4th of July, Independence Day, festivities. The newest
entertainment site in town exemplified the progressive city: its façade incorporated
an electric sign which mimicked its ‘big city’ cousins; the interior was ‘tasty and
pleasing’, while the house boasted more than six hundred seats trimmed in maho-
gany and an orchestra pit accommodating up to fifteen musicians. McKinlay pro-
moted the Lyric’s technological features, too: pictures would be cast onto a
Danish Diamond Screen by two, 220 volt Motiograph projectors, which threw a
brighter light to mitigate ‘flickering and to reduce the eye strain of the specta-
tors’.55 On opening day, The Battle Cry of Peace provided entertainment, ‘Equal to
The Birth of a Nation’, and young ladies ushered people to their seats at ‘The Fire-
Proof Idol of Stevens Point’.56 The mayor complimented Mr. and Mrs. McKinlay
on this new addition to Stevens Point’s ‘City Beautiful scheme’. The true
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politician, Dr. Walters even boosted the city for ‘having such an elegant and mod-
ern place of amusement’.57 The movies were respectable, entertaining and a boon
to the downtown economy.
Mayor Walters was familiar with film exhibition as his daughter, Helen, had
provided piano accompaniment at the Ideal, Stevens Point’s first nickelodeon, built
in 1908. The Ideal had struggled through a succession of managers after McKinlay
left to run the Lyric in July, and it went dark in September 1917. The Della,
smaller and a bit farther away from the city’s shopping district, was closed more
often than it was open between 1914 and 1918, although a series of managers
tried their hands at programming the theatre. Occasionally in the teens, other
institutions, notably the Episcopal Church of the Intercession, also exhibited films.
At its Parish House, parishioner Frank S. Hyer, a professor at the Normal School,
aimed to provide uplifting entertainment for young people, and during 1916, he
booked a number of epics and literary adaptations, including Antony and Cleopatra,
Julius Caesar, The Last Days of Pompeii, and Cabiria. These were screened on Satur-
day evenings for fifty cents. This experiment with the movies only lasted for one
year, although the Parish House’s bowling alleys proved more popular and stayed
in use during 1917 and 1918.
J.R. McKinlay’s main business rival was Rush Gregory, manager at the New
Gem later called the Strand – a name evoking images of urban, if not urbane
entertainment. As exhibitors, Rush Gregory and J.R. McKinlay shared traits that
highlight key features of the developing American film industry. Neither man had
experience running a theatre when he began to work in Stevens Point. Gregory
had come to town to play minor league baseball in 1911, married a local girl, and
stayed, going into the movie business with the backing of his father-in-law Mark E.
Bruce. They opened the Gem in 1912, in the Oddfellows Building near the hotel
Bruce owned. In 1914, they built a new structure – the New Gem – which they
renamed the Strand in 1917 when they increased its size. McKinlay’s work experi-
ence was in the Superior, Wisconsin office of Peavey Company, a manufacturer of
grain elevators. He was new to the entertainment industry when he became man-
ager at the Ideal in 1913, but apparently learned quickly because he built the Lyric
only three years later. Initially, each man contracted with one distributer – the
New Gem showed a Mutual programme while the Ideal advertised the licenced
product of General Film. By the fall of 1915, both exhibitors had diversified their
offerings in terms of the brands they screened. They had also shifted from pro-
grammes containing three two-reel films to feature-length movies. Now the New
Gem showed Fox features on Wednesdays, General Film programmes on Saturdays
and Mutuals on Sundays, while the Ideal promoted Paramount on Monday and
Wednesday, and Metro on Friday. It is telling that when Roy Ennor tried to
reopen the Ideal in April 1917, his strategy was to show an all-Universal pro-
gramme and his theatre closed five months later. Audiences wanted more diversity
than one distributor alone could offer, and exhibitors who read the motion picture
trade papers and paid attention to their customers knew this.
It is conventional film historical wisdom that the importation and distribution
of European films in the United States was one of the early casualties of the war
in 1914 and 1915. Charting the movies showing in Stevens Point before and after
August 1914 reveals that foreign-made films were not much in evidence at any
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time. A small number of Éclair, Pathé and Gaumont films were screened as part
of the licenced programmes playing at the Grand Opera House and the Ideal Thea-
tre. As noted, in 1916, the Episcopal Church programmed Italian epics, imported
by George Kleine, whose company was also a member of Edison’s Trust; however,
by and large, what the citizens of Stevens Point watched on the screen were genre
movies produced on the east and west coasts of the United States.
The war first came to Stevens Point via newspaper headlines and political
cartoons. On 26 August 1914, the Stevens Point Daily Journal reported that ‘Local
Germans Send Money Home to Fatherland’, and on 1 September, the paper
informed its readers that ‘From Theatre of War, Two Travelers, Direct from Ger-
many in Stevens Point’. It would be the case throughout the war that eyewitnesses
with local ties would come to town and their stories would be told on the front
page of the newspaper. News coverage might have also been spurred by the fact
that General Edward McGlachlin, who commanded the First Infantry Division at
Saint Mihiel in September 1918, was the son of the editor and publisher of the Ste-
vens Point Daily Journal. Once the United States entered the war, and local young
men enlisted and were drafted, local newspapers, especially the Gazette, regularly
published their letters home describing life at the training camp in Waco, Texas,
and later in France.
The war was first programmed in movie theatres on 26 Monday October 1914
when the Grand Opera House announced that it would screen The War in Europe
the next day. Remember, the Grand Opera House was home mainly to the special
event films, and, except as the war may have been pictured in newsreels, no other
war-related programming was advertised at the Gem, the Ideal or the Della in the
first months of the war. Newsreels were not ubiquitous in Stevens Point’s theatres
in 1914. The Mutual Weekly was advertised a total of sixteen times in 1914. The
Grand Opera House programmed The Pathé Weekly once on 18 July. The Ideal
ran the Hearst-Selig News Pictorial twelve times in the first year of the war.
Twice, it included ‘Exclusive Newsreels’ as part of its variety programme.58
Even after the United States entered the conflict in April 1917, most films –
about 80 per cent – playing in theatres around the country were not war-related.
Focusing on Stevens Point reconfirms this finding. Much of the time, movies came
to Stevens Point two to six months after they opened in New York, and some
road shows took even longer to travel west. As more movies telling or reporting
war stories were released in the spring and fall of 1918, they simply did not reach
Stevens Point. For instance, neither D.W. Griffith’s Hearts of the World, released in
New York in March 1918 nor Chaplin’s Shoulder Arms, which opened in November,
played in Stevens Point that year. During 1918, there was one week when three
war-related movies played; eight weeks when two war films were screened; seven-
teen weeks when there was one film – fiction or documentary – featuring the
war; and twenty weeks during which no movies with war-related content were
shown. The remaining weeks of 1918, theatres were closed as Spanish Influenza
raged through the city.
Nevertheless, local film exhibitors found ways other than screening war-related
films to link their theatres with the most pressing issue of the day, and, like exhibi-
tors in Louvain and in Southampton, to practice ‘practical patriotism’. Managers at
the Lyric, Strand, and, when it was operating, the Della, allowed selected local
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citizens on to their stages to inform audiences about aspects of the war, or to rouse
them to conserve meat or flour, or to cajole movie-goers to purchase Liberty Bonds.
Called Four Minute Men, they were part of a nationwide organisation of public
speakers operating under the auspices of the U.S. Government’s Committee on Pub-
lic Information to give talks of four minutes duration during the reel changes at
movie theatres. Topics and talking points were generated in Washington DC and
sent through State Councils of Defense to local affiliates: ‘In this way each speaker is
just as much the direct official spokesman for the president and the government as
though he had traveled all the way from Washington bearing a message to the peo-
ple’.59 In Stevens Point, Don C. Hall, the manager of a locally based theatre troupe,
invited prominent male citizens to an informative meeting at the Bruce Hotel at
4.00 p.m. on 12 August 1917; recall that M.E. Bruce also owned the Strand Theatre
which was managed by his son-in-law. By the end of the month, the Stevens Point
Daily Journal reported that attorney Charles Cashin, County Superintendent of
Schools Lancelot Gordon, former mayor F.A. Walters, and Don C. Hall, had
committed to give talks once a week, on a night of their choosing.
The Stevens Point Daily Journal noted that the Four Minute Men gave their time
voluntarily without compensation and that this was a way to serve on the home
front for those unable – for a range of reasons – to join the military. The ranks of
Stevens Point’s Four Minute Men increased over the course of the war, filled by
professors from the Normal School, two former mayors, a banker, more lawyers
and the Strand’s owner, M.E. Bruce. The speakers’ respectability rode in tandem
with the reputation of the movies and movie theatres in the city. In fact, an edito-
rial, which appeared about the same time as the Four Minute Men formed, argued
that entertainment was important in wartime and ‘Stevens Point has good picture
houses which give the people clean, wholesome amusement, and often education
at a trifling cost’.60 While travelling carnivals were wasteful if not dangerous, ‘the
motion picture ranks with the automobile as among the great growths of the
Twentieth century which have contributed most to the pleasure of living’.61
Managers Gregory and McKinlay provided a favourable spin to the Federal
Government’s war tax on theatre admissions, which caused them to raise ticket
prices in November 1917. The newspaper explained this new tax in detail: 15
cents per day per film as well as a seat tax. The Strand and the Lyric estimated
the war taxes would cost them each one thousand dollars a year.62 At the Strand,
Russell Gregory also used the tax, at least in the beginning, to compete with his
rival by promising that ‘We assume your tax of 2 cents on each ticket’. J.R.
McKinlay at the Lyric hoped that patriotism would silence complaints about the
price rise: ‘Remember This Tax Goes to U.S. Government. Every Penny Spent
Helps Load a Rifle in France. DO YOUR BIT’.63
The American Government also imposed measures to conserve fuel in the bit-
terly cold and snowy winter of 1918, by forcing business to shut down one day a
week. While this might have been disastrous, in practice it served to help movie
theatres by providing them with a three-day weekend for about one and half
months. Initially, businesses and manufacturers in states east of the Mississippi, and
including Minnesota and Louisiana, were ordered to close for five days, beginning
after midnight on 19 January 1918, and for nine Mondays thereafter. There were
exceptions to this ruling, and almost immediately US Fuel Administrator Garfield
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revised the order to enable movie theatres to be open Mondays and take their
enforced holiday on Tuesdays. Even so, by early March, the order was no longer
in effect and the Strand and Lyric were back to programming seven days a week.
Over the course of American participation in the war, J.R. McKinlay at the
Lyric, and M.E Bruce and Rush Gregory of the Strand, also cooperated with the
local Council of Defense to censor ‘flippant and disloyal remarks in regard to the
war and President’ when vaudeville acts ad-libbed too freely; and they allowed
their theatres to be used for benefits, supporting the Red Cross and the local cav-
alry troop.64 On Thursday, 20 September 1917, when soldiers from northern Wis-
consin gathered in Stevens Point before catching the 2.30 a.m. train south to
Rockford, Illinois to begin their active duty, the city turned out to feed and to
entertain them. M.E. Bruce invited them to the Strand free of charge.
The Gazette published a letter from Captain James Burns of the Rainbow Divi-
sion on 23 January 1918. His mother lived in Stevens Point, down the street from
the Normal School. He had been in ‘sunny’ France for a month observing that
‘The up and doing spirit of the Americans is a wonder to the people here …’ He
hoped that ‘everything in the Point is running smoothly and that when I get back
it will be so large that it will be necessary for me to ask for directions to the
green house on Normal Ave’.65 It was. Stevens Point prospered and grew during
the war years and the movies – feature length and star-studded – became a fixture
of local entertainment, and theatre owners and their managers were respected
members of the business community.
Conclusion: Local Cinema cultures in transition
The differences between Louvain, Southampton and Stevens Point are apparent.
Two were embroiled in the war from August 1914, while Stevens Point experi-
enced the conflict primarily through the media of the press and the newsreels.
Two were fully catered for by the increasingly dominant American film industry,
while Louvain’s access to new films was limited to German and Danish product.
Louvain’s citizenry experienced the brutality and horror of modern war. The loss
of buildings either destroyed or closed in Louvain sets it apart from Southampton
and Stevens Point, where the growth in entrepreneurial development of theatres
and cinemas continued relatively unabated. Still, even though they were untouched
physically by the war in the way that Louvain so demonstrably was, the differences
between Southampton and Steven’s Point were stark. Southampton, as part of the
wider British cinema culture, was subject in the first few weeks of the war to the
uncertainty of interdiction and closure. Stevens Point’s development was not hin-
dered by the war in the same way, and American film industry practices worked
there to limit competition among theatre owners and ultimately to displace
vaudeville entertainment.
Of the three locales, it is no surprise that Louvain stands out as markedly dif-
ferent. Yet given the wider perspective of the global development of the film
industry, the areas shared similarities. The war came about at the moment when
the increasing popularity of cinema was beginning to threaten established live
theatre and entertainment cultures. The war’s impact was complex, and we see
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exhibitors capitalising on the war by combining live acts with cinema. In Stevens
Point, the newly established cinemas combined programmes with a success that
eluded the Opera House, but for the most part, the balance shifted in favour of
the movies. While in Southampton live performances remained the province of the
Palace and Hippodrome music halls, primarily because of the competition from
cinemas for films, cinema managers also booked live acts, not so much in competi-
tion with but to set themselves out as entertainment centres rather than simply
cinemas. Louvain’s two main theatres, the Alhambra and the Louvain Palace, con-
tinued with mixed programmes throughout the war, and yet the four other cine-
mas, while not advertising in the press, remained viable throughout the war. What
we see here is a shift in the perception of entertainment. Cinema seems to be at
the cusp of its divergence as an entertainment form from theatrical productions,
concerts and vaudeville. Cinema tickets were cheaper and therefore continued to
build on the wide appeal that was gaining momentum before the war.
Paradoxically the war enhanced cinema’s development as part of the social fab-
ric of each community. While occupied Louvain offers a very different backdrop
to Southampton and Stevens Point, the relationship with the regulating authorities
revolved around similar discursive axes, to do with respectability and propriety,
class and national identity. Louvain’s local authorities’ resistance to the German
insistence on keeping cinemas open demonstrates the social position cinema had
begun to occupy. The occupier wished to keep them open as a means of demon-
strating ‘normality’, while in turn Louvain’s exhibitors sought to inhibit the iden-
tity of German films knowing the antipathy of their audiences towards them.
Unique in this respect, it is plausible to see these exhibitors as engaging in covert
‘practical patriotism’. Similarly, the practice of holding charity benefits chimes with
that of exhibitors in Stevens Point and Southampton. The kind of ‘practical patrio-
tism’ engaged in there was not inhibited by a hostile occupying force. However, in
both Southampton and Stevens Point these efforts, be they organised screenings for
wounded soldiers and Belgian refugees, or the talks by ‘Four Minute Men’, did
serve to reinforce class and social hierarchies. In Britain, the Official War Film ser-
ies attracted the middle classes, cloaking film-going in the veneer of the educational
value of cinema. In the United States, the Four Minute Men derived their speakers
from the most respected local citizens, reinforcing the government line on the
war.
Such a brief study merely highlights a few of the continuities and differences
these locales share. It may be that the most obvious is the most important. The
cinema’s role as a window on to modernity underpins all of the policies, both gov-
ernmental and entrepreneurial. Audiences came to be entertained and informed,
and producers and exhibitors sought to economically exploit the war; while the
various regulating authorities sought to contain and control those efforts through
censure of the films and the physical spaces in which they were screened. For their
varied reasons, the cinema cultures in each locality emerged from the war with a
newly established social function: as a modern source of entertainment and infor-
mation that stretched beyond national boundaries, while at the same time, still
placing the locale at its centre.
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